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Independent Commission of Experts Switzerland - Second World War.
Switzerland, National Socialism and the Second World War: Final Report.
Zurich: Pendo, 2002. 597 pp.
In December of 1996, bowing to foreign pressure and criticism
concerning the Swiss handling of dormant World War Two financial
accounts, the Swiss government mandated an investigation. The
Independent Commission of Experts Switzerland - Second World War
(ICE) was given broad power to look into the scope and fate of assets
acquired during the Nazi dictatorship of Europe. This was an unprecedented
move that allowed private records to be viewed with scrutiny. Swiss
companies that had operated during the period in question were required to
allow access of their archives and banned from destroying any relevant
documents. After five years of research, twenty-five volumes of
information, and a broadening of its investigation to include other sensitive
issues, the ICE produced Switzerland, National Socialism and the Second
World War: Final Report. These almost 600 pages of self-assessment
contain a comprehensive accounting of Swiss proceedings relating to World
Warll.
Final Report is divided into three sections with a total of seven
chapters. Part I (Chapters 1 and 2) gives an introduction and historical
background of the research project. Of interest is the mandate that required
private companies to grant access to source material that had previously
been inaccessible to historical research. As such, the ICE was able to obtain
information that shed new light on Swiss financial practices albeit an
unfavorable view of Swiss cooperation with the German Reich. This new
atmosphere of openness to private records was short-lived however. After
the five years ended, the Swiss Federal Council decided to allow companies
to take back the photocopies used in the ICE's research, thus limiting any
further research and verification beyond the ICE' s findings.
Research was further limited due to inconsistent archival preservation.
For instance, by 1994 the Union Bank of Switzerland, which inherited the
archives of many smaller banks operating during the war years, had
destroyed 90% of the material transferred (38). Even the federal mandate
to preserve records didn't stop a Union Bank archivist from continuing to
shred their historical files. A security guard working for the bank rescued
some of these files and handed them over to a Jewish organization in
Zurich. This created a public outcry which revealed the almost
insurmountable opinions and repressed memory the ICE was up against.
Mr. Christoph Meili, the security guard, feared his life was in danger and
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fled Switzerland. Although a spokesperson for the bank later came forward
with a plausible explanation and claimed, " ... the public has a right to know
what we have," Never-the-less, she also stated that the documents would
not be made public and would only be available to the historian's
commission. 75 It is interesting to note that Mr. Meili, an average citizen,
recognized the importance of these particular historical documents but an
individual trained to work in the archives of a major bank and supposedly
informed of the injunction to preserve any and all war related financial files,
deemed them garbage.
Part II (Chapters 3 thru 6) is a summary and interpretation of the
commission's research. The third chapter is a critical review of the refugee
problems. The ICE claims that by closing the border and repatriating
refugees already within the country, "the Swiss authorities were
instrumental in helping the Nazi regime to attain its goals" (168). Also
addressed are the internal refugee camps, the problems associated with them
especially from the victims' perspective, the extent of understanding by
those in authority regarding persecution, and how Swiss policies on
refugees compared with other countries.
The ICE' s original mandate for research centered on the Swiss
involvement with Nazi gold and dormant bank accounts, thus the bulk of
Final Report is contained in Chapter 4 dealing with trade and asset
transactions. The commission's research makes clearly evident that Swiss
business and political dealings were favorable toward the Nazi regime. The
underlying motive in many cases was monetary rather than humane, and
many decisions were based on keeping the Swiss population supplied and
nourished. Such was the case in policies concerning rail transit, credit
extended to Germany, Aryanization of companies, the use of forced labor
in Swiss subsidiaries inside Germany, and handling of stolen securities and
assets.
The conflicts and problems that arose as a result of the Emergency
Plenary Powers Decree of August 30, 1939 and the establishment of the
Federal Council are addressed in Chapter 5, "Law and Legal Practice."
Through the Federal Council Switzerland failed to support their Jewish
citizens residing in German occupied lands. The J-stamp agreement was just
one of the measures reflective of what the ICE called," ... fluting of legal
and ethical principles in favour of opportunism and convenience ... " (400).
Although this chapter is fairly short, it explains the legal issues relevant at
the time, and how Switzerland applied international, public and private laws
throughout the war years. Instead of escalating control over political
75
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activities, the Federal Council took a back seat and allowed private industry
jurisdiction over many political issues. Perhaps this is the best explanation
as to why the Swiss National Bank was able to continue gold transactions
with the Reichsbank even after it was evident the German assets were
acquired through a violation of international law. It may also explain why
in other aspects of Swiss war industry, decisions were made that manifested
economic importance as the paramount priority.
In Chapter 6 the ICE delves into post-war problems in dealing with
property rights and restitution. Historically, the Swiss believed themselves
completely neutral during the war, hence they not only rejected
Wiedergutmachung, they believed the country had done nothing for which
they needed to make amends. In the late 40s and early 50s criticism for
restitution took on anti-Semitic overtones with the president of the legal
commission for the Swiss banks claiming the Federation of Jewish
Communities only desired unclaimed assets for their own benefit (429).
This observation is ironic considering that early in 1997 anti-Semitism
surfaced again concerning a compensation fund to put an end to the
question of unclaimed accounts. Outgoing President Jean-Pascal Delamuraz
had to apologize for comments made in an end-of-term interview accusing
the World Jewish Congress of extortion and blackmail. 76 The ICE concludes
that the reluctance for Swiss authorities and businesses to recognize any
obligation of reparations has been an ongoing problem in dealing with the
question of property rights, and any restitution has come only through
external pressures.
Part III (Chapter 7) delves into the problems the Swiss face as they take
a more accurate look at their history. The ICE also point out limitations in
their research and areas worthy of further study. Switzerland enjoyed a
privileged role during the war years and has since needed to acknowledge
indecorous actions that contributed to that position. One may not
completely agree with all the conclusions reached by the ICE, such as their
belief that Switzerland had no impact on the duration of the war despite
evidence of financial cooperation and arms supplies to the Axis powers.
Nonetheless, the extent of research and compilation of materials brought
together by the commission is unparalleled.
For a German or French language researcher, the ICE' s previously
published 25-volumes are a treasure trove of World War II material. This
Final Report, however, is the only work that has been translated into
English, and as such, is invaluable for an English language historian delving
into Switzerland's sheltered past. The breath and depth of information is
76
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unequaled elsewhere, as is the candor and frankness with which the
commission addresses unpopular evidence. This book is not just a
compilation of facts and figures, but rather a review of the ICE's research
with footnotes and references to previously published material as well as
interpretations on their findings. The Final Report can be read as a whole,
or for someone wanting specifics, in independent sections. It is a book that
deserves shelf space of anyone with serious inquiry into Switzerland's war
years.
Joy Laudie
Utah Valley University
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